WRITING  THE  ESSAYS

the imagination. When lie retired to his own
house, he tells us, intending, as far as might be,
to pass in repose the short remainder of his life,
he supposed that he could do himself no better
service than to let his mind entertain itself, as it
should please, in entire idleness. He hoped that
years had tamed his spirit, and brought it within
the bounds of reason. But it proved otherwise.
Like a horse broken loose from the rider, his mind
flung up its heels and started on an extravagant
career. " It gives birth to so many chimeras and
fantastic monsters, one upon another, without
order or design, that to contemplate at my ease
their ineptitude and strangeness I have begun
to set them down in a roll, hoping with time to
make my mind ashamed of itself." There was
never any very acute shame in Montaigne's con-
templation of his chimeras, for he did not aspire
to be an angel or a Cato; he was only, he would
reflect, a specimen of the average human being,
with certain advantages arising from the fact that
he recognised his monsters as fantastic; and it
was not his business to play the weeping philoso-
pher of humanity, when it was more agreeable
and perhaps more effective to smile. But, in
truth, he did not at first take himself for the
central subject of his study. On whatever matter
happened to interest him he made the trial of his
judgment, and every matter proved fertile; a fly and is itself the example;
